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Just a Boy, Stumbling his Way Towards Being a Man 
by Humanities Handbag, Invader_Sam 


Summary 


The Galaxy's Mightiest Warrior faces a challenge he just might not overcome. 


At least, not without help. 


Notes 


The trailer for the new Knuckles series reminded me that Humanity and I had written this 
ages ago, so I decided to pull it down off the shelf and share it with y'all! Because we can't 
get enough of the Wachowskis dealing with normal, everyday, domestic stuff that doesn't 
often fit into the SCU proper. *_~ 


Rise and Fall of the Axe Man 


For a man who, at the age of fourteen, had crashed his father’s stolen truck into the town 
sign, all in the name of impressing a girl, Thomas Wachowski found himself woefully 
unprepared for his eldest son’s sudden cliff dive into puberty. 


He felt like he should have been more ready. He’d gone through it himself, afterall. He’d 
been raised by a mother who wasn’t at all shy about making sure he understood the birds and 
the bees. He was married to a woman who was arming herself with books on the subject, and 
was giving him the cliff notes. 


So really. 
He should have been ready. 


And then, on a routine trip to the hardware store to get more supplies for a weekend project 
his youngest was working on, a girl walked past them as they were loading up the trunk, and 
Knuckles left a face shaped dent in the side of the minivan. 


Which was how Knuckles ended up sitting at the kitchen island, Maddie packing his nose to 
help stem the bleeding, and Sonic roaring with laughter from the stairs. 


“T bas ‘ott ‘ookig bere I bas ‘oig,” Knuckles said, pinching his nose around the gauze 
currently shoved into his nostrils. 


“He was looking at something!” Sonic screamed from the stairs, before falling into another 
peal of laughter. 


Tom rolled his eyes. “Knuckles, it’s okay. You can tell Mom.” 
“Tell Mom what?” She asked, grabbing antiseptic wipes. 
Knuckles blinked. “It is... nob’ig, Mo’ber.” 


“es it was!” Shrieked Sonic before raising his voice at least ten decibels to sing, “When a 
girl walks in with an itty-bitty waist and a round thing up in your face-” 


“Sonic!” 
Tom’s call had the boy nearly toppling down the steps in another fit of laughter. 


Maddie looked to her husband, towards the hall where her son was breathless on the stairs, 
and towards the very red Echidna in front of her. She took a deep breath, and tried her hardest 
to keep any sort of laughter out of her own voice. “So...” she said, carefully, biting her 
tongue to keep from breaking, “you fell into our minivan, because you saw a girl?” 


The call of “ding ding ding!” came from the stairs. Tom marched off to get his son, who very 
quickly scurried upstairs. 


Knuckles looked away. “It is ‘rue, ‘other. I ‘as... dist’acted. It ‘wasen’ the ‘irls ‘ault.” 


“Yeah, Knuckles. I know it wasn’t her fault you-” she took a deep breath, “you fell into the 
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van. 
“T ‘ave dishono’d da fabily,” he moaned. 


Maddie really was trying not to break. Especially with her eldest looking so absolutely 
miserable in front of her. 


But that was the tipping point. 


She very quickly gathered him up, shaking her head. “Honey,” she said around her laughter. 
“Honey, it’s okay . You’re allowed to like girls!” 


(T74 1»? 


ut no’ so bany gi’ls!” He cried out. 


She laughed again. “Yeah, honey. That’s fine too. You can like as many girls as you want, 
okay?” 


“They’re eve ’ywhere!”’ 
“They’re not fruit flies. You’re just... noticing them more.” 


Tom returned to the kitchen, Sonic sufficiently chased off for the moment. “And in his 
defense, she really did look like Sailor Venus. Blonde hair all the way down to her-” 


Maddie cleared her throat at him. 


“Anyway,” he coughed awkwardly, taking a seat on the opposite side of the island. “Just 
sayin’ I don’t blame you for rubbernecking.” 


“By ‘eck is solid buscle, Fa’ber.” 


“Sure it is, bud.” Tom leaned his forearms on the countertop. “Just sayin’, I get why you got 
distracted. First time I saw Mom I fell right off my bike.” 


Knuckles looked up. “‘oo ‘id?” 
“T don’t remember that,” Maddie said. 


“Probably because you were clear on the other side of the quad,” Tom told her. “Didn’t 
actually get up the nerve to talk to you until the scrapes healed.” 


“Aww.” She reached out and patted his arm. 


Knuckles pulled the bloody gauze from his nose, wrinkling it. “I understand the purpose of 
your anecdote, Father. But I do not think the parking lot girl will find me a suitable marriage 
partner.” 


“Oh, baby,” Maddie stroked the fur atop his head. 


“Not exactly what I was saying.” Tom clasped his hands together. “Again- I dated, and just 
plain got distracted by, tons of girls before Mom.” 


“Because you are the Green Hills Dallier.” 
“Nooooo,” Tom said. “Because I was a teenage boy.” 


“T did a lot of looking in my teenage years too, honey,” said Maddie, giving his hand a pat. 
“Tt’s normal. You just need a better way to process the feelings, that’s all. And maybe... not 
damage any property while you do it.” 


He nodded slowly. “The book states that often... romance comes from compliments. Perhaps 
I should attempt to communicate with more girls. As I do with Kayla.” 


“Yeah, bud!” Tom clapped his shoulder. “You were super brave then. And if they say no, you 
might get a friend or two out of it!” 


“Your Dad’s right,” Maddie nodded. “In the meantime, maybe we can watch some movies 
that’1l help you out. Give you more of a platform to start with.” 


“Absolutely!” Tom agreed. “Fast Times at Ridgemont High, Caddyshack, Revenge of the 
Nerds...” 


Maddie reached across the island and pinched his arm. “Was thinking something more 
romantic, Thomas.” 


“Like what?” he wanted to know. 

“Oh, I don’t know...” Maddie shrugged. “Like... The Notebook-” 
“Hate that one.” 

“Why?” 

“She picks the less-handsome guy.” 

Maddie rolled her eyes. 


As the pair of them continued to argue over the value (or lack thereof) of Ryan Gosling, 
Knuckles slipped off his barstool, padding away unnoticed. 


Although it wasn’t ideal, Knuckles’ first official search was on the internet. They’d needed to 
get him a laptop for school, citing a list of rules that went along with it; namely that it would 
be for research purposes only. Then again, this felt like research when he began to look up 
the different romance movies on youtube. 


He stayed up way past his bedtime watching The Notebook. The plot bounced around 
between the past and present, and the twist wasn’t hard to see coming, but it seemed a 
relatively standard story - boy meets girl, boy puts himself in danger to get girl’s attention, 


boy fights in a war, boy finds girl again. There was more of course, like an alternative suitor, 
(and he agreed with Mother, that the girl ended up with the much more handsome partner), 
and something about money, but it all sort of became a blur because they kept showing the 
lead actress’s bare shoulders. He missed several key plot points because of it. 


Frustrated, he went looking for Father’s recommendations next. 


The various exploits of Earth teenagers from decades ago weren’t exactly high art, and none 
of them had an ounce of honor, but he sat in the glow of the tiny, fragile computer, gripping 
the keyboard tightly. 


The moment Phoebe Cates climbed out of the pool, he slammed the computer shut, plunging 
the room into darkness. 


That was- 

She’d been about to- 

Father said this was worth watching?? 

Dishonor thrummed a frantic beat in his head, uneven, like his breathing. 


And he’d thought the guilt over enjoying the transformation scenes in Sailor Moon had been 
bad... 


It was good he’d stopped. 

It wasn’t as if he were curious about- 

But then again. 

If it was good to have stopped, if he didn t want to see- 

-why did he feel like Mother’s teakettle on the stove, burning hot and pressure building? 


With shaking hands, he opened the laptop again. 


“Sonic, would you go wake up your brother?” Maddie asked, as she pulled cereal boxes 
down from an upper cabinet. “If he doesn’t get moving we’re gonna be late for school.” 


The hedgehog rolled his eyes, pausing mid-way into his chair at the dining room table. “Fine. 
He’s probably hoping we’ ll forget he’s down there, so he won’t risk walking straight into a 
locker.” 


“Take it easy on the teasing, bud,” Tom said over his sandwich-making station on the island. 


“S’like telling me not to breathe, Dad,” Sonic quipped, but he trotted off for the basement 
stairs. “Yo! Knucklehead! Up and at ‘em, dude!” He hit the lightswitch at the top of the stairs 
before venturing down. “Ugh, it smells like a locker room down here.” 


“What'd I say!” Tom called after him. 
Maddie brushed a hand over his back as she passed behind him. “Just a brother thing.” 


From the basement, they heard Sonic try again. “C’mon, man! Get up! I’m losing valuable 
breakfast time here! Why’d you sleep with your laptop?” 


“Nothing! No one! Get out!” came the frantic voice of their eldest, followed by the distinct 
sound of a pillow being thrown. 


“Fine! Geez! Just come upstairs, weirdo. And like, crack a window or something, dude.” 
Sonic reappeared in the kitchen, wrinkling his nose. “Mom, you gotta invest in one’a those 
diffuser things for him...” 


“That’s enough out of you,” she chided, tweaking his ear as he retook his seat. 


Tails looked up from his own half-finished cereal bowl. “It’s really not his fault, you know. 
According to Mom’s book, his glands are producing at a heightened rate and-” 


“UGH don’t talk about glands at breakfast!” 


“It’s not his fault, hon.” Maddie began to pack a few of the lunches along with Tom, 
wrapping each sandwich he finished in tin foil. “You’re all starting to smell a little... musky 


anyway.” 
“Am not!” Sonic shoveled more cereal into his mouth. 


“Are too,” said Tom, grabbing apples from the fridge. “And now Mom and J are starting to 
smell like you, too.” 


Sonic glared over his bowl, drinking the milky cereal concoction. “I don’t smell like Dad , 
and he’s way worse than I am.” 


“Am not,” Tom echoed. 


“He doesn’t have scent glands, sweetheart.” Maddie swept past her son, dropping his 
lunchbox at his elbow and dipping down to press a kiss to his cheek. “Take it from a vet. And 
it’s a compliment. Means you’re marking us.” 


“I’m not your veterinary biology animal whatever book, Mom.” 


“Yes you are,” she sang, giving him a squeeze around his middle until he was laughing, 
squirming out of her grip and off the chair. 


Below them, they heard the stall shower they’d installed in the basement start to run. 
Tails glanced up at the wall clock. “He’s not gonna have time to eat breakfast.” 


“On it.” Tom grabbed a box of pop-tarts from the pantry. 


“What?? No fair,” Sonic whined. “He oversleeps so he gets junk food for breakfast?” 


Maddie joined her husband at the open pantry. “He’s got a point.” She took the box out of 
Tom’s hand and replaced it with one of fiber bars instead. “It’ll keep him full longer 


anyway.” 


“Youre the boss,” Tom said with an easy shrug, extracting two bars and dropping them into 
Knuckles’ lunch box. 


The younger two were already packing backpacks and putting on shoes when the eldest 
emerged at last, eyes ringed and just a little bloodshot. 


Tom put his backpack in his hands with a hearty, “Mornin’ Sleeping Beauty!” 
Knuckles grunted, eyes on his socks. 


Maddie was more sympathetic, coming up to pet the top of his head. “I’m sorry, baby. Did 
you have a rough night?” 


His eyes widened at that and he pulled away from her touch. “What? No! My night was 
completely uneventful! Why would you ask such a thing! We will be late for school!” Ina 
blur, he had his shoes on and was out the front door. 


Maddie blinked. “...okay?” 


“Told’ja,” Sonic said, shouldering his backpack. “Total. Weirdo.” 


Knuckles had hoped against hope that school would provide a distraction from the torrent of 
dishonorable thoughts that had been tumbling around in his mind since last night. If he could 
just focus on lessons, surely the thoughts would recede to the back of his brain, where he 
could (maybe, possibly, hopefully) deal with them at a later date. 


He knew he had hoped in vain when, in math class, the girl who sat in front of him - Shawna 
- bent to dig in her backpack for her book. Her shirt rose up and her jeans rode low and there 
was a hint of lace below the small of her back. 


He swallowed, heat crawling up his neck, and turned away- 


-only to get an eyeful down the shirt of the girl in the next row - Deidre - as she reached for 
her book as well. As he tried to wrench his eyes away, she straightened up, gave him a funny 
look. “You good, man?” 


He whipped his head back so fast he gave himself whiplash. “Fine.” 


He was not fine. 


He was not fine in history class, where Robin was wearing a slouchy t-shirt that hung from 
one shoulder, leaving a hot pink bra strap exposed. 


He was not fine in science class, where Isabella tied her thick curls up in a messy bun, 
leaving the back of her neck exposed. 


He wasn’t even fine in woodshop, where Georgia’s loose-fitting overalls were suddenly 
bizarrely alluring. When she hefted the lathe across the room to her station, the scent glands 
Tails had been reading about kicked into overdrive without his permission. 


Travis planted himself on the workbench roughly. “Your eyes are gonna fall out doin’ that, 
bro.” 


“What?” 


The seventeen year old, who had declared himself as the echidna’s ‘best bro’ last spring, 
adjusted his beanie. “Ogling McAllister, dude.” 


“T was not-” 


“Please.” The boy shook his head, shoulder-length brown hair swaying. “You’re talkin’ to a 
professional ogler. Like recognizes like, dude. Didn’t even know you were into McAllister.” 


“T-” Knuckles folded his arms across the workbench, chin on his arms. “I did not either.” 


“Say what?” Travis slid from the work surface to the swivel stool, picking up a clamp and 
spinning it idly. 


“Nevermind.” Knuckles absently reached for the half-finished birdhouse in front of him. 


“Alright, whatever.” Travis put down the clamp and then grabbed up his backpack, digging in 
the outer pockets until he extracted a small black aerosol can. “Here.” 


Knuckles eyed the can. “I don’t understand.” 


Travis rolled his eyes. “Go hit the head. Mist liberally. The animal magnetism’s gettin’ a little 
strong, bro.” 


The echidna’s muzzle paled, then flushed as bright red as the rest of him. “You- you mean 
you can-” 


“The whole school can, man. Now go.” Travis pressed the can into his friend’s oversized 
hand. “And don’t let nobody say I never did anything for ya.” 


He could hardly excuse himself from the room fast enough, staggering down a blessedly 
empty hall to an equally-blessedly empty men’s room. Breathing hard, he ran a hand over his 
quills, horrified when a fistful came out in his glove. Groaning, he shook them off into the 
trash can, and then scrutinized the can Travis had given him. 


ANARCHY it called itself, promising forty-eight hours of body slamming odor into 
submission. 


Well that certainly sounded promising, if a little strangely-worded. 


Still, anything was better than walking around with his... animal magnetism on display. 


It didn’t smell too bad when he sprayed it towards the sink. Better than he must have smelled 
anyway. 


He sprayed some on his arm and sniffed. 


It still wasn’t bad. That mixed with the scent of Mother’s laundry detergent and shampoo- it 
wasn’t a bad combination. 


So he added some more to his other arm. 
And then some more to his underarms. 
And then some to his legs. 

And then, just in case, some to his back. 


He sprayed it until the bathroom began to look hazy and he was coughing, waving it away 
with his hand. It was overwhelming for a moment until his nose adjusted, and then it wasn’t 
all that bad at all. 


“Anarchy,” he said curiously, turning the can around a few times before dropping it into his 
backpack. “I am Anarchy.” 


In some ways, Travis’ advice did work. It was harder to notice girls throughout the day, but 
that was mostly because none of them would come near him. Not even the girls who were his 
friends, giving him strange looks before tilting their chairs away. 


“Dude,” Jenna Stanton said, taking her seat beside him in English Lit, “what did you do?” 
“T do not know what you are referring to...” 
“The smell.” 


“Oh.” He flushed. “I am an echidna. We produce a musk typically secreted during times of, 
uh, mating as well as towards those we feel protective of. It is a longstanding part of-” 


“Not that smell,” she said, waving him off. “The... stoner’s basement smell.” 
His brow furrowed. “I do not smell of rocks.” 


“No, but you smell like Travis .” At his still-strained look, she added, “That’s not a good 
thing, dude. He bathes in Axe.” 


“T bathe in water,” he explained. “What you smell may be Anarchy.” 


“Whatever it is, it’s bad.” She grabbed her backpack. “I’ll sit next to you tomorrow, but I 
don’t think I can muscle through it today. Sorry.” 


Knuckles was very glad that he only attended school for half days, head dropping onto the 
desk. 


Maddie was accustomed to strangeness. 


For the most part, her life was normal. As normal as it could be for a mother of three alien 
animals. Still, they did their part to keep some normalcy intact, dragging in their own cultures 
and needs right along with it. It was the good fortune of being a veterinarian, and the even 
better fortune that their alien-ness didn’t take away from the fact that their biologies were 
shockingly similar to the animals that they took after. 


And so she felt at least partially prepared to deal with whatever came her way. 


She did not, however, feel at all prepared to see her two younger sons sitting on the front 
steps doing their homework when she got home, bandanas tied around their faces. 


“Are we doing a cowboy thing today?” She asked, stepping out of the car, grabbing the 
groceries she’d gotten on the way home. 


Walking closer to the house, she noticed that all the windows were open. 
So was the front door. 
Which was... definitely strange. 


Even stranger was Ozzie, who was lying on the grass, furiously wiping his front paws against 
his nose, chuffing and clacking his teeth. 


“We’re fumigating,” said Tails, looking up at his mom. 

“Fumigating...?” 

“Because of the smell,” said Sonic. 

“What smell?” 

Sonic tied the bandana a little tighter. “Knucklehead decided to stink up the whole house.” 


She rolled her eyes, beginning to climb the steps towards the open door. “Honestly. It’s not 
that bad. Your scent glands are coming in too, you know. And I’ve got some stuff I’m 
ordering at the office to help with-oh what the Hell!” Maddie reeled back against the porch 
railing and gagged. 


“Told you,” said Sonic, scribbling on his math sheet. 
“What is that?” 


“Eau de Shame, I think.” Sonic flipped over his sheet. “Jason didn’t text to warn you? The 
guy practically flew out of here. Said something about not getting paid enough.” 


Maddie groaned. Knuckles’ half-day tutor already had one foot out the door after that 
stomach-flu incident from the spring. And it wasn’t like a town as small as Green Hills had 
many other viable options. And they’d been hoping for at least one more semester of 
adjusting before putting him full-day at the high school. Whatever this was, she was going to 
have to sort it out, and quick. “Did you text Dad?” 


“Yup,” Tails answered. 
“He was thrilled,” Sonic added. 


She adjusted the grocery bags, which were getting heavier by the minute. “Do you actually 
know what this is? Being cryptic on purpose?” 


“If I had to wager a guess,” Sonic said, slowly, drawing it out for dramatic effect, “I’d say 
that this has Travis written all over it.” 


“The beanie kid?” Maddie wracked her brain, putting a face to the name. Cautiously she took 
another step closer to the door, sniffed. The olfactory memory came rushing back, of the 
beanpole of a boy who rolled up the driveway on his skateboard, ate nearly as much as 
Knuckles did, and called her ‘Mrs. Dr. Vet Lady.’ “Oh god, it does smell like him.” 


“Welcome to high school, Mom.” 
With a sigh, she braved going further into the house. 


She turned on every ceiling fan they had, and the ventilation feature of the range hood, and 
then focused on getting the groceries put away before setting out to find her eldest. 


The basement stairs were like a descent into the belly of the body spray beast, but she forced 
herself not to cover her nose. She didn’t want to embarrass him. 


There were voices and she paused halfway down the steps. 
“You're crazy, man.” Travis, slightly muffled through a speakerphone. 


“T am perfectly sane.” Her son, sounding weary. “Your potion of anarchy may have 
accomplished its stated purpose, but with the adverse effect of repelling everyone! Even my 
own brothers have fled the premises-” 


“Your kid brothers don’t know jack about any of this. Trust me. You gotta cover that shit up 
or you’re never gonna get any.” 


There was a pause. 
“Any what?” 
“Pussy, man!” 


“What do felines have to do with any of this?” 


“Oh my god, dude! You're killing me. Pussy means-” 

Maddie cleared her throat as loudly as she could. “Knuckles! Baby, you down here?” 
There was a scramble and the call abruptly ended. 

““Y-yes, Mother!” 


She waited a beat, as if she’d been at the top of the stairs, and then continued down. “Did you 
have the TV on? Thought I heard voices.” 


“Uh. Yes.” His pupils dilated like they always did on the rare occasions he lied. “Apologies. I 
know homework should come first.” 


“Yeah, no. No, um, no biggie.” She shook her head, working valiantly to keep her nose from 
wrinkling. “So listen. I know that this... musk thing is making you a little self-conscious-” 


His pupils dilated again and he muttered, “Don’t know what you’ re talking about.” 


“Okay, fine.” She slapped the sides of her hips, chewing her bottom lip. “But here’s the thing. 
Whatever you got at school to cover it? It’s worse.” At his crestfallen expression, she 
continued on hurriedly. “I’m so sorry to be blunt. But I think I might have something to help. 
I just have to run back to my office real quick, okay?” 


He gripped his knees, eyes on the floor, and nodded. 


“Okay.” She made to move back up the stairs, hesitated, then held her breath and darted 
forward to kiss him lightning-quick on the forehead. “Twenty minutes. I’Il be back.” 


Then she was taking the stairs two at a time, leaving him alone again. 


By the time Tom got home they’d mostly aired the house out, and Maddie had returned with 
a gallon jug of a dog shampoo specifically formulated for scent-control and their eldest was 
doing homework at the kitchen table, smelling like cucumber and melon instead of musk and 
Axe. 


“Looks like the time spent waiting in the line at Smokey Joe’s was worth it,” Tom declared as 
he set take-out bags on the counter. “Missed the worst of it.” 


“Lucky,” Sonic said, padding in from the living room to lean against his father’s legs. 
Tom reached down and scratched the boy behind the ears. “Got any appetite?” 
“For Smokey Joe’s chili dogs? Uh, yah.” 


“Good.” Tom strode to the fridge, poured himself a glass of water. “How ‘bout you, Axe 
Man? You hungry?” 


At the table, Knuckles flinched. 


Maddie smacked her husband with the towel she’d been using to dry dishes. 
“Ow, what?” 

She raised her eyebrows at him. 

“Oh come on, it’s Ainda funny.” Tom looked to Sonic. “Am I wrong?” 

“You are not,” the hedgehog grinned. 

“See?” Tom said. 


“Mother?” Knuckles was on his feet, his textbook and spiral notebook tucked under one arm. 
“May I be excused from dinner this evening? I don’t seem to have much of an appetite.” 


While Tom and Sonic exchanged guilty looks, Maddie said, “If that’s what you want. Of 
course, baby.” They watched him go, and as the basement door closed, Maddie smacked Tom 
again with the towel. 


“Hey! I’m sorry, okay?” 
“Don’t tell me. Tell Aim.” 
Tom darted a glance at the closed door. 


Tails picked that moment to appear in the doorway. “Is dinner ready? I saw Dad’s van from 
the garage- hey, where’s Knuckles?” 


Under Maddie’s cold glare, Tom cringed. “He turned in early today. Wasn’t feeling great,” he 
told their youngest, before muttering under his breath to his wife, “I will. Later. After dinner. 
Promise.” 


“You better,” she hissed before turning her attention to her other two children and getting 
dinner on the table. 


One Time Tom Unsuccessfully Tries to Have a Father-Son Talk 
and One Time He Succeeds 


Chapter Summary 


In which Tom can't sleep. 


After dinner, Tom went down to the basement, and found his eldest busy at the weight 
machine. “Hey bud.” 


He got a grunt of acknowledgement. 

“Look, I was just kiddin’ around up there. I didn’t mean anything by-” 
“Understood.” 

Tom clipped his jaw shut. 

The machine clanked on. 

“Good talk,” he said lamely. 


He climbed the stairs again, went through the rest of the evening routine: read to Tails, tuck 
Tails in, watch TV with Maddie and Sonic, make Sonic pay the toll before bed, catch Sonic 
sneaking out at least three times before he was sent upstairs under threat of no dessert for a 
week, turn on the dishwasher, walk Ozzie, shower, scroll mindlessly on his phone while 
Maddie read a book, kiss Maddie, hit the lights. 


The last step was elusive, however. 
Instead of drifting off, he lay on his back, stared at the moonlit ceiling, and frowned. 


How things had been left with his eldest sat like dead weight in his stomach. He’d been a 
teenage boy once, and had been embarrassed by his parents once or twice (or three or four or 
maybe a hundred times), and the humiliation had stung worse than the ear piercing Billy 
Thompson had given him behind the school dumpsters. 


Thankfully, his parents’ humiliation had gotten him to take that little gem of a hoop out. But 
at the time, he’d been devastated. 


His son may have been a warrior throughout the galaxy, but he was still a teenage boy who 
needed his parents. 


Maddie was asleep, but blinked when he threw off the covers. 


“T’m...?” she murmured. 

He reached out to squeeze her leg. “Be back in a few.” 

“K,” she grunted. 

He tapped the bed again. “C’mon, Ozzie.” 

A walk would be good. A walk would clear his head. 

Ozzie stretched and jumped off, nails tapping against the hardwood floor. 


The hallway was quiet. Through the open attic steps, he could hear Sonic murmuring in his 
sleep. He went past, then stopped and went back, going up for a moment to check on his two 
youngest. They were fast asleep, Tails’ blanket flickering from the twitch of his tails, Sonic 
nearly invisible in the bunk. 


He sighed and climbed back down. 


Ozzie followed him down the steps, nosing at Tom’s hand as he slipped on his shoes. He 
didn’t even bother putting on the dog’s leash, opening the front door to let Ozzie bound out. 
The dog vanished past the radius of their porch lights, Tom following him down the gravel, 
turning his phone's flashlight on. 


“Alright,” he muttered, tipping his head back to look up. The moon was casting a pale blue 
glow against the tops of the trees filled with the hum of bullfrogs and crickets. “So tomorrow, 
Tom, you’re going to be less of a jerk. Yeah. Maybe actually talk to your kid.” He kicked at a 
rock. What would he say? 


How’s that puberty going didn’t seem like a way to start. 


You know, in my day, we got our puberty mail ordered! was a joke that would go over the 
kid’s head. 


He could practically hear Maddie’s voice over his shoulder. You can just be sincere, doofus. 


“Says you,” he muttered back. His Mind Maddie didn’t respond. Mostly because she knew 
she was right. 


Despite the way their kids had come along, Tom could have sworn that his genes had found 
their way into Sonic. But at least that kid was learning how to share his feelings. 


Tom was somehow still stuck in those trenches. 


He sighed, whistling to Ozzie, who bounced back from down the road, tongue lolling through 
his proud, empty smile. “C’mon, boy,” he yawned, the anxious energy somehow clinging 
worse than before. 


At least he could use what would no doubt be an anxiety fuelled all-nighter to plan out the 
perfect apology. Really craft the right words to say to his eldest kid. 


“T’ve got time,” he told Ozzie, who was moving towards the back door, knowing well enough 
that Maddie would be fussing if he went through the front with muddy paws again. “Right, 
boy? I can figure this out.” 


Ozzie wagged his tail again and trotted up the back steps. 


Tom went after, toeing off his shoes before closing and locking the french doors. Ozzie ran 
in, stopping just outside of the mudroom, turning to bounce through that door instead. 


“Ozzie,” Tom hissed. “Ozzie, it’s bedtime. Come on, let’s-” but he stopped when he realized 
that the door Ozzie had gone through was open. 


And light was coming out. 


Which was strange. They hadn’t done laundry for the past three days. No one had even gone 
into the mudroom since Sonic’s last practice two days ago, and that had only been to drop off 
his bags and cleats. 


A shiver went up his spine, tickling at his shoulders. 


He moved cautiously towards the kitchen drawer to grab the trang gun, making sure it was 
loaded with a new dart. Slowly, slowly, he moved towards the mudroom door, arms raised. 
He’d trained for this sort of thing, of course. But it was a different story when your kids and 
wife were home. 


He pressed his back to the wall, finger on the trigger, before finally twisting around to face 
the intruder head on. 


Knuckles stared back at him. 
“Knuckles?” 


“Father!” Knuckles clutched something in his arms, which were folded as tight as he could 
get them. Ozzie trotted out of the room, already bored with the interaction. “Good evening! 
You look- very pleasant?” 


“Knuckles, what-?” Tom lowered the gun. “Bud! I thought there was a robber .” 


“No robber could get through me, Father,” he said. “So you should not concern yourself and 
go back to sleep. Right now. And perhaps stay upstairs until the sun has risen and I am no 
longer standing in this mudded room.” 


“You okay, bud?” He set the dart gun to the side on a shelf. 


“T am splendid!” Knuckles’ smile was too large for his face. “I am absolutely splendid, 
Father. And how are you this evening?” 


“Honestly, Knuckles.” Tom scratched the back of his neck. “Not great. I don’t feel good 
about how we- how / left things with you.” 


“Uh huh,” said Knuckles. 
“I know we don’t have a lot of talks, just the two of us-” 
“Mhm, mhm, mhm,” said Knuckles, tapping his foot. 


“But I’m your Dad! And I think it’s important. Especially when you’re having all of these 
new experiences. I honestly didn’t even know if aliens had puberty!” 


Knuckles nodded hard enough for his chin to slap his chest. 
“But hey! We all learn something new, don’t we?” 
“Most enlightening, Father! But I am very tired from the day’s mockery, so if I may-” 


“Hold on, big guy. This is- it’s important. And I get it, really, because I went through that too. 
Maybe not in the same way, but-” 


“Please, Father. I do not need to hear-” Knuckles began, and flung his arms out to usher Tom 
away. Sheets tumbled to the floor, and the boy very quickly gathered them up again. 


Tom blinked. 

“Are you doing laundry?” 

“No,” Knuckles said, quickly. “I am simply... walking. In my sleep.” 
“T didn’t know you sleepwalked.” 

“T do. Frequently.” 

“And you took off your sheets?” 


Knuckles looked down at them. “I was... having a dream. About the tied of die. I must have 
brought them here. To tie. And kill them.” 


“Right...” said Tom, giving the grinning boy a long look. “Listen, why don’t you go to bed. 
I'll help you put these back on-” 


“No!” Knuckles pulled them tighter to his chest. “You do not need to do that!” 


“Your fingers are too big, bud. Mom does it all the time for you, I know. But I promise I 
know how to do it-” 


“No, Thomas!” 


Tom stalled, hands moving up. Knuckles hunched over in front of him, protecting the 
bundled sheets with his whole body. 


And then it clicked. 


Tom had said, just a few moments ago, that he wasn’t sure if aliens and humans went through 
puberty in the same ways. Thinking that maybe aliens just grew flowers out of their skin or 
made lightning shoot out of their fingers. 


Turns out, humans and aliens were pretty much the same. 


In fact, Tom was pretty sure he’d had his own sheets bundled up when his Mom found him 
trying to toss them into the pig pen. 


“Ah,” he said, nodding. “I’m guessing that you actually were dreaming... about something 
else?” 


Knuckles somehow went redder. 


“Yup,” said Tom. “Alright. Uh.” He gestured towards his kid. “Why don’t you just... throw 
those in. And Ill grab some coffee.” 


“May I have a grape juice, Father?” 
“Sure, bud.” 
“May it be double, as you do on difficult nights?” 


Tom was considering grabbing a type of grape juice himself, but thought against it. “Sure, 
bud,” he said again, and turned around so his kid could prepare himself while his dad did the 
same. This wasn’t really how he’d hoped his talk would start. 


The coffee pot was percolating quietly when the boy shuffled into the kitchen. Tom had a 
double shot of grape juice waiting at the table. For a long moment the two of them alternated 
between staring at each other and any thing else. Then Tom cleared his throat, “Listen, bud-” 


“You do not have to do this,” Knuckles said to the floor. “I know you are uncomfortable 
with- I will just- I will figure it out on my own-” 


“T’ve already got the coffee going.” Tom pushed the chair catty corner to him out gently. “So 
you might as come sit down.” 


Knuckles wrung his bare hands together, debating. 


The coffee pot pinged and Tom stood. “I’m not gonna lie, I’m not the best at this kinda thing. 
I mean, if you’d rather talk to Mom-” 


“No!” Knuckles raised his head, face flushed and panic-stricken. 


“T figured.” Tom filled his #1 Dad mug and came back to the table. “So how ‘bout you and 
me see if we can’t muddle through this, okay?” 


Haltingly, his eldest son made his way to his designated seat. He took the cup of juice in both 
hands, claws tapping against the glass. 


“Been a rough couple of days, huh?” 
“Tt has been hell,” Knuckles said, then ducked his head. “Apologies.” 
“Swear jar’s closed for the night,” Tom told him. “You go ahead and say what you want.” 


A flicker of relief crossed the teen’s face. He took a drink as if it were whiskey in the 
tumbler, setting it back down with a hard thud. “I hate this.” 


“T know, bud.” 

“Do you? Do you know how it feels to have your own body just... turn against you?” 
“Actually-” Tom started, but the boy wasn’t done. 

“My scent glands are so overactive I’m repulsing everyone-” 

“Technically that was the Axe-” 


“T cannot focus, every sliver of exposed skin draws my eye even when I do not wish it. My 
mind conjures...images that are not honorable. Images that now plague me even in my sleep! 
And- and- and-” His grip on the glass tightened, his teeth ground together. “My- my-” He 
swallowed, staring hard at the liquid in the glass, trembling. “-it unsheathed without my 
willing it and-shit!” He pushed the glass aside and buried his face in his arms. 


Tom’s shoulders sagged, and he leaned forward to rub his son’s shaking back. 


Knuckles flinched. “You should not touch me,” came his miserable voice from behind his 
arms. “I am vile.” 


“You're not,” Tom said, fighting with all his might to hold back the laugh that wanted to slip 
out. “You’re a sixteen year old who had a wet dream. There’s a million of ‘em on this 
planet.” 


The echidna raised his head up just enough to turn red eyes towards his father. “There are?” 
“Guarantee it. Had ‘em myself when I was your age.” 

“You-” 

“Yup.” 

“How do I- Is there a cure?” 

This time Tom did let himself laugh. “‘Fraid not, kiddo. Just gotta grow out of ‘em.” 


That wasn’t the answer his son had apparently been hoping for, as he lowered his head back 
to the table. “So this will just... keep happening?” 


“Not every night or anything, but yeah. Off and on for a while.” 


Knuckles moaned pitifully and Tom rubbed his back again. 

“Tt’s not really that bad.” 

“Did you feel that way when it was happening to you?” 

“Fair. Okay, it kinda sucks. But maybe we can help it suck a little less?” 
Knuckles was silent for a long moment, and then, a soft, “How?” 


“Well.” Tom sat back, picked up his untouched coffee. “Practical solution off the top of my 
head - we get you some boxer briefs to sleep in. Morning comes, you just put ‘em in your 
hamper, no midnight laundry required, no one has to know it happened.” 


The echidna raised his face again, resting his chin on his arms. “That... would be preferable.” 


Tom took another slow sip. “On a more, uh, preventative angle- and this is only coming from 
my own personal experience - but I found that, um, taking care of things while you’re awake 
tends to, uh, make the nighttime occurrences less frequent?” 


Knuckles blinked, color flooding his face anew. “You mean you want me to-” 

“I’m just putting it out there as an option,” Tom said, free hand raised. 

“Father.” 

“You ’re the one with the body questions!” Tom took a long sip of coffee. “Look, all I’m 
saying is, it’s normal. Okay? And I know this isn’t really stuff anyone wants to talk about 
with their parents-” 

Knuckles nodded, winding his arms around himself. 

“So maybe... maybe we get you a book, if that helps.” 


“T have a book. Mother-” 


“Mom gave you a book about teens and bodies. She didn’t give you anything about boys. I 
think it would help, too. To have something that’s just about you. That sound good?” 


Knuckles thought a moment before nodding slowly. “That would be more ideal than this.” 


Tom grinned. “And maybe we don’t take any more advice from your friend Travis from now 
on. Mom told me she heard some stuff when she went down to the basement.” 


“Mother said she did not!” 


“Mom was being nice.” He flicked the boy’s nose. “Seems like your friend doesn’t really get 
how girls work all that much. They’re really not much different than you are, bud. Same sort 
of issues in a different way. So maybe we actually treat them like humans and not a goal 
post.” 


Face still red, Knuckles looked away. “My words have... dishonored Mother. And women.” 


“No. They haven’t. You’re learning. It’s a process. Your friend though - he’s learning in his 
own way. And that way isn’t really the best one. Or the right one. I don’t know what his 
parents are telling him or what he’s learning about girls online, but he doesn’t really seem 
like the type of guy who’s actually talking to women. You’ve got a better head on those 
shoulders than he does, and if Mom and I are doing anything when it comes to raising three 
boys, it’s making sure you use it, especially when it comes to how you treat people no matter 
who they are. Got it?” 


“T believe I do.” 


“Good.” Tom leaned forward to clap the boy on the shoulder. “Think you can get back to 
sleep tonight?” 


Knuckles nodded. “After this, and last night staying up watching your films, I think I could 
sleep until Friday.” 


Tom blanched. “What films?” 

“The ones you had recommended. About the nerds and the golf course and-” 
“Oh geez.” Tom scrubbed his face. 

“They do not seem to align with your current philosophy, Father.” 

“No. No they do not.” 

“They have very little respect for others.” 

“Yup. They were funnier when I was little. Probably would hate them now.” 
“They did so many vile things-” 


“Let’s just never mention that to Mom, okay?” Tom flicked Knuckles’ nose again. “And [Il 
find some better movies for you. About all of this stuff. About how to really grow into 
manhood and all that.” 


“Such as...” 


“The Mandalorian’s a pretty good start. Learning about a guy stepping up to be a dad to an 
alien. Seems relevant.” 


“Does he do anything vile? Like the nerds and golf men?” 
“T mean, he shoots a lot of enemies with a laser.” 


Knuckles seemed satisfied enough with that answer. 


“T’ll think of others another day.” Tom stood and put his mug in the sink. “For now, I think 
we should get back to bed. You need new sheets, or do you have more downstairs?” 


His son followed him to the sink. “I will need fresh ones,” he muttered. 
“You got it.” 


The pair of them climbed the stairs to the linen closet, Tom reaching the high shelf to pull 
down a clean set. “You want help with these or-” 


“No. No I can- thank you, Father. I can manage.” 
“Okay.” 

“Father?” 

“Hmm?” 

“Will you- You will not- Does Mother need to-” 


“Mom doesn’t need to know,” Tom said, sympathy swelling in his chest. “If you don’t want 
me to tell her.” 


“Please.” He paused a moment. “And... you will not tell my brothers?” 
“It’s between us, bud. Alright? Anything we talk about; it’Il stay between us.” 


For the first time in days, the briefest glimmer of a smile crossed the echidna’s face. “Thank 
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you. 
“Course.” He handed the sheets over, then chucked the boy’s chin. “Night, bud.” 
“Goodnight, Father.” 

“Love you,” Tom said to his son’s retreating form. 

“And I, you.” 


As Tom eased himself back into bed, gently so as not to wake Maddie (or Ozzie, who’d come 
back up ages ago), he marveled at how much lighter he felt. The weight in his stomach was 
gone, and despite his exhaustion, he felt good. 


In the basement, redressing his bed in the glow of his desk lamp, Knuckles puzzled over how 
much of the self-loathing he’d felt upon waking was now gone. He wasn’t an aberration, as 
he’d thought. He was just a boy, stumbling his way towards being a man. As his father had 
done before him. 


Perhaps there were worse things than being like Father after all. 
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